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Introduction 
The three narrative strands that inform this essay - the life-story of George 
McCall Thea!, the history of colonialism in South Africa which he wrote, 
and the Xhosa folktale - are, to a large extent, incongruent with each other, 
and their interweaving produces an ungainly, sometimes ambivalent 
overarching narrative. The narrative nevertheless hangs together, perhaps as 
much because of its gaps and contradictions, as by dint of its points of 
contiguity. In postcolonial terms, Theal's influential historical and 
ethnographic texts can be seen to "[employ] a system of representation, a 
regime of truth that is structurally similar to realism" (Bhabha 1994, 71), but 
their dissonances point to their contrivance - and that is the point of 
departure for this study. 
Interest in and criticism of these dissonances is not new. Theal's critics 
have been aware of them for over a century, and these critics fall roughly 
into three camps. The earliest critics were alarmed by his antagonism 
towards the Imperial government and his support of the Afrikaner causes 
(Cappon 1901; !wan-Muller 1902). Another later group of critics focused on 
Theal's method of historiography, pointing out that he often does not 
acknowledge his sources, that his use of archival material is at times 
unreflective and uncritical, and that he does not make sufficient use of 
secondary material (Snelling 1950; Marais 1944). More recent critics have 
reacted to Theal's apparent racism, recognising his writings as the origin for 
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some of the racial myths that have survived in historical texts of the late 
twentieth century (Saunders 1988; Babrow 1962). 
There is a fourth group, of supporters rather than critics, who have been 
strongly influenced by Theal, who have emulated his particular brand of 
historiography, or who have relied heavily on his writings as a source for 
their own work (Cory 1926; Brooks 1924). The endeavours of this latter 
group have ensured that Theal's voluminous legacy of historical texts 
remains influential although the author himself has become a shadowy or 
forgotten figure. But none of these respondents has undertaken a thorough 
analysis of the contradictions in his specific colonial discourse. 1 As part of 
this discourse, the folktale transcriptions are particularly revealing because 
they are collaborative literary texts which tell a particular kind of story about 
cultural relations at a time of violent, protracted conflict between Xhosa and 
white settlers on the Eastern Frontier of the Cape Colony. 
A holistic inspection of Theal's writings reveals that through his 
histories, his ethnographies and collections of folktales, he relates a narrative 
which, in short, supports the colonisation of southern Africa. The heroic 
protagonist of this narrative is in part the Afrikaner trek-boer, and in part the 
bumbling British imperialist whose honourable principles are marred by his 
painful mistakes; the villain is the degenerate, aggressive, yet redeemable 
African. It is an adventure plot, with epic migrations, the discovery of 
treasure, a distinct chronology, periods of conflict and danger, and ultimately 
a satisfactory denouement when in 1910 South Africa emerges as a Union.2 
But, as expedient as this narrative is, a closer reading tells another story, of 
ambivalence on the part of the author and insurrection on the part of the 
'villain.' 
Theal's folktale transcriptions form a curious element in this narrative, 
providing 'poetic interludes' for the literary or scientific reader in Europe 
interested in the indigenous cultures of the colonies. For African readers, 
Thea) intended 3 the texts (accompanied by lengthy ethnographic notes) to 
serve as an authentic record of their cultural heritage. Indicating a degree of 
perspicacity and a stab at liberal humanism, but generating more than a little 
irony, he noted in the preface to his collection of tales that: "It is with a view 
of letting the people we have chosen to call Kaffirs describe themselves in 
their own words, that these stories have been collected and printed" (1882, 
vi). Clearly manifest, however, at this early stage in his writing career, is his 
appreciation of the significance of his work for the African reader: 
The first edition was read by some hundreds of natives, among 
whom were many of the teachers of mission schools on the 
frontier, and as it is confidently anticipated that this issue will 
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have a still larger circulation among them, it is but fair that 
anything in the history of their people - even to the spelling of the 
names of the chiefs of old- should be accurately given. 
(Compendium 2"d ed.l876, n.p.) 
But note that even though he intends the Compendium to have a large 
'native' readership, he addresses his prefatory remarks to a white audience 
("their people"). This incongruity, one of many, is strongly evident in Kaffir 
Folklore (1882), where all his editorial comments are directed to the 
European reader. 
Thea! himself would have vehemently repudiated the above reading of 
his life's work as a biased narrative riddled with holes in the shape of 
unconscious desires, as he seems to have clung to the belief that he was 
never partisan and never veered from the 'truth' as contained in the archival 
documents: 
Determination to be strictly impartial, freedom from prejudices 
which might involuntarily affect that determination, are equally 
requisite. I believe that I possess these qualifications, at any rate I 
have done my utmost to work in that direction. I have no interests 
to serve with any particular party, and I am on friendly terms with 
all. 
(History of the Boers 1887, n.p.) 
This obfuscated view of Theal's regarding his impartiality lends support to 
the theory that often his motives were unconscious. In clinging to this notion 
of objectivity, Thea! was able to position himself as a reasonable, 
enlightened subject through and within his own discourse. Yet he seems 
curiously unaware of how often this position was compromised, especially 
by his ambivalent responses to cultural difference and similarity. Reading 
Theal's historical and ethnographic volumes through a psychoanalytic lens 
reveals that he was both fascinated and threatened by difference and 
similarity in the 'others' he encountered.4 His discourse, which aimed to 
fashion an identity for the African 'other' and for himself, was thus shaped, 
and often disrupted, by these responses. The Comaroffs have recognised this 
function of ethnographic discourse: "We require ethnography to know 
ourselves [ ... ]. For ethnography serves at once to make the familiar strange 
and the strange familiar" (1992, 6). Together with the conscious impetus for 
his writings, Theal's unconscious motives form the basis of a complex and 
contradictory colonialist discourse, as well as of a life-story of intrigue and 
adventure. 
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Life-Story: A Tale of Colonial Desire 
The 'father' of South African history was not a native South African. George 
McCall Thea! was born in 1837 in Canada. His family were 'United Empire 
Loyalists' (Schreuder 1986, 99) who had left the United States during the 
War of Independence. As a child Thea! heard from his family endless stories 
about his pioneer ancestors who had retained their loyalty to Britain 
(Saunders 1981, 3). What is interesting about this background is that the 
future "frontier 'nationalist historian' spent his formative years in this 
'Imperialist' social and political milieu" (Schreuder 1986, 99). Thea!, with 
characteristic naivety and not the slightest hint of irony, claims that his 
Canadian origins rendered him particularly neutral and impartial in the South 
African colonial context: 
[ ... ] I am by birth a Canadian, the descendant of a family that 
sided with the king at the time of the American Revolution, and 
afterwards removed from New York to New Brunswick with the 
other Royalists. The early years of my life after boyhood were 
spent in the United States and Sierre Leone. Thus no ties of blood, 
no prejudices acquired in youth, stand as barriers to my forming 
an impartial judgement of events that transpired in South Africa. 
(History of the Boers 1887, n. p.) 
Despite or because of his foreign origins, and counter to the myth of 
objectivity fabricated on the basis of these origins, Thea! became deeply 
embroiled in South African politics. As circumstances and personal 
ambitions dictated, he shifted allegiance between different colonial factions 
- the "state colonialism" of the British Imperial government, the "settler 
colonialism" of the Afrikaner, and the "civilising colonialism" of the 
Nonconformist British missionaries (Comaroff & Comaroff 1992, 197).5 
These conflicting (and sometimes complicit) colonial forces had a 
significant impact on all ofTheal's tales. 
In 1861, en route to Australia, Thea! arrived in South Africa and decided 
to stay. He pursued many different careers, working as a journalist, a 
diamond prospector in Kimberley, a teacher, a farmer, a labour agent, and a 
magistrate for the colonial government's Department of Native Affairs 
(Immelman 1964, 5). Although he had little initial success in any of these 
endeavours (Smith 1988, 32), he characteristically displayed remarkable 
determination and resourcefulness. 
Shortly after his arrival, in 1862 he began editing the Mac/ear News, 
"one of the most important early Border newspapers of the day" (Denfield 
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1965, 74). In 1863 he moved to East London and began editing the 
Kaffrarian Recorder which went bankrupt after a year, but undeterred by 
failure, Thea) revived the paper, calling it The Kaffrarian. Three years later, 
in 1866, Thea) was resident in King William's Town where he was the 
secretary of the local literary society, and in 1867 he is mentioned in the 
King William's Town newspaper, the Kaffrarian Watchman, as a member of 
its staff(Denfield 1965, 74-76). From King William's Town, where he also 
taught at Dale College, he drifted to the diamond fields of Kimberley, but 
when the slump in diamond prices caused a depression, he returned to the 
Eastern Cape (Saunders 1981, II) where his fortunes took a distinct tum for 
the better. 
This account of his early years in South Africa shows that Thea) was 
imbued with the principles of what the Comaroffs term "enlightened liberal 
humanism" (1992, 202). Arriving in a strange country with nothing but the 
resolve to succeed and his personal abilities, the young Thea! epitomised the 
Imperial spirit: a wiilingness to work hard, resourcefulness, a rational mind, 
a desire for private property, and Christian morals. Moreover, he showed his 
support for a literate culture by engaging in jobs which involved writing. 
Taking his entire career into account, there is no doubt that Thea) was 
committed to a life of extreme personal exertion - the sort promoted by the 
"bourgeois ideology" (Comaroff & Comaroff 1992, 20 I) of the British 
Imperial age. 
It is therefore understandable that Theal's attitude to labour issues in his 
time was so value-laden and censorious. In the introduction to Kciffir Folklore 
he takes the Xhosa men to task: "Ingenious as they are, the men are far from 
being industrious. A great portion of their time is spent visiting and gossiping, 
of which they are exceedingly fond" ( 1882, 27). Also, Thea! had a great 
admiration for the industriousness of the Afrikaners and their 'native' labour 
policy which he vociferously supported later in his life. This bias resounds in 
his life story, and in the history of South Africa that he later wrote. 
In 1871 he took up a teaching post at Lovedale Mission at Alice in the 
Eastern Cape. The mission had been founded by the Scottish Presbyterians 
in 1842 with the aim of converting and uplifting the Africans of the area. 
The institution had the combined power of influence of a school, a seminary 
and a printing press. Leon de Kock's central concern in his book Civilising 
Barbarians is to trace the "making of a discursive orthodoxy by literary 
means," and he appositely identifies Lovedale as "crucial in constructing this 
literary basis" (1996, 19). De Kock argues that the missionaries at Lovedale 
were engaged in constructing a new cultural order which forced the African 
subject to accept a narrative of identity based on western, Christian 
subjectivity. Young Thea!, a vigorous example of this subjectivity, became 
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deeply committed to this new order of "construct[ing] a colonial text for self-
apprehension [ ... ] a text which depended on the new edifice of literacy in 
English" (1996, 48). For Theal, employment at Lovedale, with its 
Presbyterian work ethic and printing resources, was a step in the right 
direction for an ambitious young colonial with a literary bent. 
Thea) joined Lovedale when it was thriving under the leadership of 
James Stewart and at a time when the missionaries there were in accord with 
colonial administrative policy for the area: Sir Harry Smith and Sir George 
Grey both supported the missionary endeavours to instil in the African 
knowledge of a mercantile economy, Protestant morality, and literacy in 
English (De Kock 1996, 44, 47). The institution provided Theal with the 
opportunity not only to exercise his own work ethic, but also to propagate it 
through teaching. With the Mission's emphasis on literacy, Thea) also had 
backing for his personal interest in writing, and a means to further the 
transformation of the indigenous oral culture into a civilised, literate one. 
Thea! had access to a printing press and more especially he had close 
contact with Xhosa people, from whom he could extract historical and 
folklore material. He began publishing tales in the Cape Monthly Magazine 
and the Cape Quarterly Review, while also collecting proverbs and 
figurative expressions. His first major publication was a pamphlet entitled 
South Africa As It Is, published in King William's Town in 1871 
(Mendelssohn 1910, 472). While at Lovedale he published two editions of 
the Compendium of South African History and Geography, and he prepared 
the manuscript for Kaffir Folklore, but the outbreak of the Ninth Frontier 
War in 1877 prevented this book from being published at Lovedale. In 
addition to furnishing the publishing tools, Lovedale provided Thea) with an 
ideological framework for his ambitions as a writer. Symbiotically, through 
his budding career as a historian and ethnographer, Thea! contributed to the 
"discursive orthodoxy" which he encountered there. 
At the outbreak of the Ninth Frontier War, due to his "special knowledge 
of native character," Thea) embarked on a new phase as a colonial 
government agent, but this was to prove a mere stepping-stone to a more 
prestigious and intellectual occupation. Thea) was asked to visit the Xhosa 
(Gaika) chief, Oba, in order to persuade him not to take up arms against the 
settlers (Saunders 1988, 12): 
On the outbreak of the Kaffir War, towards the close of 1877, I 
was requested by the Government to undertake a diplomatic post 
requiring special knowledge of native character. Having 
succeeded in performing the duties entrusted to me, when the war 
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was over I asked for and obtained the charge of the Colonial 
Archives preserved in Cape Town. · 
(History of the Boers 1887, n.p.) 
The five months or so that he spent at Oba's kraal must have made an 
invaluable contribution to Theal's 'knowledge' of the 'native,' but strangely 
he does not mention details of his visit in any of his accounts of the war. 
Also, in the above quotation Thea) omits to mention that immediately after 
the war he first worked as a humble labour agent before taking up a minor 
government post in Cape Town where he had access to the colonial archives. 
This move to the hub of the colony was to prove a major turning point in his 
life. 
With the move to Cape Town Thea) began a monumental writing career 
using the documents he found in the colonial archives. He also travelled to 
The· Hague, to London and to Lisbon to gather material pertaining to the 
colonisation of South Africa. In total he eventually published more than 
forty volumes. But his life henceforth was not just a litany of successes. He 
suffered a severe blow in 1881, when the government, under Prime Minister 
Gordon Sprigg, appointed H. C. V. Leibbrandt as Parliamentary Librarian 
instead ofhimself(Preller 1959, 30). Subsequently, Thea) was denied access 
to the archives and he was posted as acting special magistrate at Tamacha in 
the Eastern Cape (Saunders 1988: 14 ). The hardy colonial was not deterred. 
A change of government a year later meant another tum of fortune for 
Theal.6 He was re-employed by the Native Affairs Department in Cape 
Town, and with characteristic zeal he launched himself into archival 
research once more. 
The following year, 1882, he enjoyed his first publication in England, 
Kajjir Folklore. He continued to write prodigiously, publishing his most 
widely-read History of South Africa (in five volumes) between 1888 and 
1900. Most of his major works were published in London, where they were 
very favourably received by the press.7 In 1891 he was appointed to the 
illustrious post of Colonial Historiographer, which he retained until his death 
in 1919. Thea! became the most prolific historian in South Africa and he is 
arguably the most influential.8 His work was the basis for history textbooks 
and high school history syllabi for most of the twentieth century, beginning 
in about 1909 with the publication of Maskew Miller's Short History of 
South Africa. 
The teething phase of Theal's writing career, when he was collecting 
ethnographic and historical material on the Eastern Frontier and in Kaffraria 
(circa 1860--1880),9 is the most fascinating because it was then that his 
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desire to record the history of a "civilising colonialism" was born, though as 
suggested, this desire is coterminous with a compulsion to provide the 
Africans of the region with written records of their history and culture. This 
phase provided him with a means for self-determination as he forged a 
career as a writer, and it was at this time that he began to contribute to 
broader processes of colonial identification by assigning subject positions to 
the key characters in his grand narrative. It was also during this phase that 
Theal encountered the indigenous folktale, a short narrative genre that he 
transcribed and translated, and then inserted, with its cacophony of voices, 
into the grand narrative of South Africa's history. 
History: How the Folktale Told Its Story 
Theal's discourse had at its core a grand narrative of South African 
colonialism. In this narrative he both constructed knowledge about colonial 
South Africa, and helped to define the objects of that knowledge, in 
particular African culture. Theal's main guide to the construction of 
knowledge was an implicit belief in 'truth.' 10 Drawing from the archival 
sources and his own observations and experiences, Thea) set about writing 
the 'true' history of South Africa. The result was a realist narrative which 
championed colonisation and represented its subjects in a racial hierarchy, a 
narrative that survived as an authoritative history and passed as the 'truth' 
for nearly a century. Ruby Agar O'Connell described Theal's impetus to tell 
the untold story of South Africa: 
In the outlying districts of Kaffraria he had come in contact with 
pioneers whose tales of hardships and adventure had impressed 
him. A fluent native linguist, he had heard, too, the native version 
of events that had passed. Through all these traces and tales there 
was evidence enough that truth and tradition were intermingling; 
evidence that the true history of the country was passing into a 
jumble of unauthenticated tales. South Africa, he found, had a 
story, but a story that so far was practically untold. 
(The Star 10 April 1937, n.p.) 
In short, Theal's grand narrative of intertwined fact and subjective oral 
accounts, a tale of supposed balance and impartiality (as recounted in the 
five volumes of History of South Africa [1888-1900]), begins with the 
'discovery' of the Cape by the Portuguese in the fifteenth century and is 
followed by the establishment of the Cape Colony by the Dutch East India 
Company; the rule of the Dutch governors, including a detailed account of 
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slavery in the colony at the time; the assumption of control of the Cape 
Colony by the British in 1795; and the clashes between the Dutch and 
British that ensued, especially the disputes which arose as a result of the 
abolition of slavery in 1838. Thereafter the narrative focuses on the activities 
of the Boers, their movement into the interior, their clashes with both 
Africans and British, and the formation of the Boer Republics. The final 
volume deals with the British annexation of the diamond fields and the 
events leading to the Anglo-Boer Wars. In later works, Thea) also described 
the formation of the Union of South Africa in 1910. 
This grand narrative of South African colonial history is groundbreaking 
in terms of historiography because it includes within its scheme stories from 
and about the colonised subject. In what may now be acknowledged as 
remarkable prescience, Thea! realised that a history of South Africa was 
incomplete without an in-depth study of its indigenous people. Scattered 
along the course of the historical narrative are Theal's descriptions of the 
Bushmen or "Aborigines of South Africa," the "Hottentots," and the 
"Bantu." In 1910, about 40 years after beginning to collect his data, he 
gathered this material from the History of South Africa volumes into one 
publication dedicated to ethnography and folklore: The Yellow and Dark-
Skinned People of Africa South of the Zambesi. For Thea!, paradoxically 
perhaps, this ethnographic knowledge, although integrated into his narrative 
history of South Africa, warranted a distinct publication and scholarly status 
of its own. Functioning as both authoritative ethnographic text and an 
alternative perspective on or lengthy footnote to the master historical 
discourse he had established, the 1910 publication reiterated Theal's interest 
in indigenous folklore. 
The material in the volume covers the following areas: physical 
description, clashes with other African tribes, miscegenation, domestic life, 
form of government, religion and belief systems, methods of war, personal 
dispositions, artistry, language, capacity for civilisation, migrations, 
especially the movements leading up to the clashes with the white 
colonisers, and the key element, folklore. It was Theal's opinion that "in 
order to obtain correct information concerning an uncivilised race, a 
knowledge of their folklore is necessary" (1882, vi), which poses the 
question: why was Thea! obtaining information about an uncivilised race? 
Was he dedicated to the notion of a complete history, or was he, by 
collecting ethnographic and historical material on the African people of 
Southern Africa, unconsciously attempting to 'pin down' the African 
subject, utilising differences and similarities for the construction of his 
colonial discourse? In Kajjir Folklore, Thea! sought a "full knowledge" of 
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the object of his study, the Xhosa people. He was engaged in interpreting 
Xhosa culture, and his main interpretative tool was their folklore. Not only 
was he interested in outward manifestations of culture; he also attempted to 
understand the psyche of the Xhosa subject through the tales: 
It has been found that a knowledge of the traditionary tales of a 
people is a key to their ideas and a standard of their powers of 
thought. These stories display their imaginative faculties; they are 
guides to the nature of the religious belief, of the form of 
government, of the marriage customs, in short, of much that 
relates to both the inner and the outer life of those by whom they 
are told. 
(1882, v) 
His methods of acquiring and constructing knowledge were eclectic: he read 
and borrowed from other scholars in the field, and he gathered information 
from oral sources. Crucial here is interpreting Theal's "modes of 
objectification" (Foucault 1982, 77), deciphering his hotchpotch 
methodology, to uncover how he constructed strategic knowledge using 
Xhosa folktales. 
For his information on the 'Bushmen' Theal used the research of his 
contemporaries W. H. I. Bleek and Lucy Lloyd. He also borrowed from the 
travelogues of Henry Lichtenstein (Thea] 1910, 19-21). For information on 
physiognomy he draws on the research of the Fellows of the Royal College 
of Surgeons of England (Theal 1910, 33-34 ). In his chapters on the 
'Hottentots,' Thea! again referred to the work of Bleek and two other 
contemporaries who were engaged in mapping out and surveying the region, 
James Adamson and George Stow (Thea] 1910, 58-59). These descriptions 
are always accompanied by a selection of folktales, proverbs or riddles 
collected from the respective groups, and photographs or illustrations of 
'specimens.' 
For his ten chapters dedicated to the description of the Bantu, Theal's use 
of source material is significantly different. Here he draws on ancient 
Phoenician, Greek, Egyptian, Arab and Persian sources in order to narrate a 
founding myth for the Bantu race. In contrast, for his physical descriptions, 
clan histories, comments on belief systems, and folklore, he relies heavily on 
the material he himself gathered while resident in the Eastern Cape. This 
intimately gleaned repository, first published in Kaffir Folklore (1882), 
seeps into the History volumes and then is duplicated almost entirely in 
Yellow and Dark-Skinned People of Africa South of the Zambesi (1910), 
revealing itself as a source of simmering tension in his colonial discourse. 
What flies in the face of this seeming sensitivity or humanitarian 
impulse11 is that Theal's ethnographic writings evince a strong association 
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with the 'scientific' discourses about race which were gaining popularity in 
England at the time. In his works dedicated solely to ethnographic 
description, Thea) reveals his fascination with the 'laws' of social 
evolutionism. Even in his historical writing, "Theal's concern with 'race,' 
culture and ethnicity as historical determinants, is pervasive" (Schreuder 
1986, 123). For example, he uses craniological evidence in his discussion of 
the difference between hunters and herders, asserting that it was their skull 
size that determined their response to white settlers (Thea) 1902, 9). In his 
grand narrative Thea) constructed a racial hierarchy for the inhabitants of 
southern Africa, using the principles of social evolutionism. What is more, 
he believed that folktales could be used as a cultural gauge for this 
hierarchy: "These tales also show the relationship between tribes and people 
of different countries and even of different languages. They are evidences 
that the same ideas are common to every branch of the human family at the 
same stage of progress" (1882, v-vi). 
As a result the Xhosa were placed on the upper rungs of Theal's ladder. 
If successfully civilised through Christian conversion, education and the 
adoption of the European work ethic, the Xhosa might move up a notch or 
two because "[h]is intellectual abilities are of no mean order, and his 
reasoning power is quite equal to those of a white man" (1882, 8). Theal 
even goes so far as to say that this ability to improve through contact with 
white culture is apparent in the tales: 
It will surprise no one to learn that these tales are already 
undergoing great changes among a very large section of the 
natives on the border. Tens of thousands of Kaffirs have adopted 
the religion of the Europeans, and the facility with which such 
changes can be made [ ... ] has encouraged them to introduce ideas 
borrowed from their teachers [. . .]. Their tales are thus a 
counterpart of the narrators, in possessing an adaptability to 
growth and a power of conformation to altered circumstances. 
(1882, viii) 
Theal's awareness here of the hybrid nature of the tales and his convincing 
sensitivity to the processes of acculturation taking place around him is 
sharply contrasted with ruthless, hierarchical notions expressed elsewhere; 
for example, his condoning of the extermination of the degenerate and 
irredeemable 'Bushman' by the worthier, aggrandising Voortrekkers 
(History IV, 381 ). 
A more obvious paradox in Theal's discourse can be ascribed to his use 
of oral sources. Thea) relied heavily on African sources for his writing. They 
formed the subject of his ethnographic texts, and his methodology required a 
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co-operative, bona fide, first-hand source. In a Bakhtinian sense, Thea! relied 
on a dialogue with the object of his study. Through the give-and-take 
between coloniser and colonised, the interplay and interaction involved in 
gathering his data, Thea! was able to assemble his text. He collected or 
appropriated the folktales but they never become entirely his own. The 
resultant texts contain the voices of both the coloniser and the colonised, 
resulting in a "double-voiced discourse" (Bakhtin 1986, 218). Theal's 
privileged subjectivity did not afford him total tyranny over the texts. 
One of his earliest publications, Compendium of South African History 
and Geography, published in 1874 at Lovedale, drew on Southern African 
oral sources and attracted African readers. In the preface to the first edition, 
Thea! claims to have "the advantage of being correct from the Kaffir point of 
view" (1874, iv). Mendelssohn, in South African Bibliography, notes an 
improvement in the second edition ofthe Compendium published in 1876, an 
improvement to which Thea! himself draws attention: "Mr. Thea! observes 
in his Preface that the chapters referring to early Kaffir history will be found 
more complete in this edition than in the first. 'Kaffir names are spelt in this 
book as they would be by an educated [i.e. colonised or assimilated] native, 
so as to give the correct sound of the words"' (Mendelssohn 1910, 473-74). 
This statement discloses the collaboration between Thea! and educated 
natives, and it points to the larger project of creating an orthography of the 
African languages, of which Thea! was a part. Whatever the complex 
motivation behind this methodology, Thea! was concerned with the 
authenticity of the oral material he gathered and often, rather ingenuously, 
stressed his passive role in the transcription process. 
But passive he was not, even if he was largely unaware of his desire for 
authority. On the contrary, he actively sought and directed oral sources. In 
the preface to Kaffir Folklore he outlined what he saw as his unobtrusive 
method of collecting folktales: 
It is necessary to say a few words concerning the care that has 
been taken to give absolutely not a single sentence in any of these 
tales that has not come from native sources. Most of them have 
been obtained from at least ten or twelve individuals residing in 
different parts of the country, and they have all undergone a 
thorough revision by a circle of natives. They were not only told 
by natives but they were copied down by natives. The notes only 
are my own. I have directed the work of others, but have myself 
done nothing more than was necessary to explain the text. 
(1882, viii-ix) 
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Theal's awareness of his in-between position is apparent, and lurking 
beneath the surface of these assertions of non-contamination is a tell-tale 
anxiety, the anxiety of a scholar determined to demonstrate the credibility of 
his methods. He seems, at least, to realise that as an ethnographer he 
'decodes' the folklore for his audience ("explain the text"), but he is 
seemingly unaware that he simultaneously encodes by translating, de-
exoticising, and transforming the alien into the comprehensible (Lidchi 
1997, 166). What is nearly elided here by Theal's claims of passivity is that 
as 'director' of the project, he has selected the tales for publication, edited 
them, and overseen the translation and transcription processes. Ultimately, it 
is his name that appears on the title page as author of the tales. We hear the 
native voices, but they remain nameless, like the shadowy figures on the 
banks of the river Congo in Conrad's Hear( of Darkness. 
If this method is evidence that "[f]or Thea!, Africans had their own 
culture and their own sense of history" (Schreuder 1986, I 00), what use did 
he make of this different history and culture? What, for example, did he 
mean when he regarded information as "correct from the Kaffir point of 
view"? Why, when Theal was living in the Eastern Cape with its ever-
disputed Frontier, did he record the customs, the beliefs and the oral 
traditions of the 'enemy'? It is likely that, accompanying his more self-
seeking motives, Thea! also wanted to preserve in print the indigenous 
cultures which he witnessed being so drastically and violently altered by 
colonisation. Like folklorists in Europe, Theal too romanticised the folktales 
of the Xhosa as 'survivals' from the past. 
In the same preface, Thea) proudly proclaims a "greater [. . .] 
acquaintance" with the African people while simultaneously attempting to 
assert his objective editing stance. Brimming with pride of his "intimate 
knowledge of the kaffir people, gained through intercourse with them during 
a period of twenty years" (1882, viii-ix), Theal misses the illogic of 
claiming also detachment and impartiality (elsewhere the claim extends to a 
complete faith in the sanctity of the archive). Such contradictions suggest 
conflicting writing personas, an autodidact constructing his historiography as 
much as his history, whilst deploying a patchwork of genres to tell his tales. 
And it is the folktale, with all its resonances, encountered in those formative 
years of uncertainty and adventure, sitting uneasily alongside and within the 
life-story and the grand narrative of South African history, which speaks 
most eloquently ofTheal's vicissitudes and desires. 
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Conclusion: A 'Regime of Truth' Disrupted 
This examination of the three narrative strands - the life-story of Thea!, his 
narrative of the colonisation of South Africa, and the folktales which 
intersect with the other two - shows how Theal's 'regime of truth' was 
constructed and disrupted. Displaying an erratic career path, dissonant 
methods, and contradictory authorial stances, the maverick scholar's tales 
constitute a discourse which is both overtly colonialist, and, at the time of its 
inception, manifestly unconventional in its reliance on and valorisation of 
oral indigenous sources. 
The exploration of his three main aims for writing: to record South 
Africa's untold story; for self-determination; and for processes of identity 
formation, shows why the discourse was constructed. However unlikely it is 
that any of these three aims would have been fully formed or conscious, a 
survey of South African history and historiography in the last century, a 
perusal of the shelves in Rhodes University's Cory Library which houses 
Theal's entire published collection, and a delve through the biographical 
material in the Cape Archives, testifies to the fulfilment of these sometimes 
conflicting but often congruent aims. 
In the early days, the untrained colonial wanderer's ambition and 
resourcefulness led him to turn to his immediate surroundings for writing 
inspiration. Optimising this initial success as a writer, he garnered an 
influential and powerful government post and thus went on to achieve status 
and fame. For the maverick scholar, the early collections of folktales and 
folklore were a stepping stone in the direction of international recognition 
and influence as South Africa's foremost historiographer and ethnographer. 
Seizing the opportunity of the untold story, Thea! set about chronicling 
South Africa's history and mapping out its social terrain. An analysis of his 
discourse uncovers these motives as the main ones for his zealous writing 
efforts, but there is also evidence of a latent positive identification and 
appreciation of the cultural difference and similarity he encountered in the 
Xhosa people of the Frontier region. The double-voiced folktale texts tell a 
related but disruptive tale of ambivalent colonial desires, collaboration, and a 
cautious humanitarianism, nipped in the bud by the juggernaut of colonial 
nationalism. 
NOTES 
1. The term 'discourse' is deployed here in the tradition of Stuart Hall (1992, 
1996), who in turn draws largely from Foucault for his definition. 
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2. In May 1910 South Africa celebrated the unification of two former Boer 
republics and two former British colonies and the creation of a South African nation 
state. The celebrations culminated in a national pageant which acted out an 
"ameliorative and conciliatory history"- blacks were included as "representative of 
'primitive' and 'pre-historical' South Africa." Thea! was the historian consulted for 
the invention ofthis history (Merrington 1997, 11). 
3. This intention clashed with other intentions Thea! had regarding the purpose of 
his writing, and it is never fully realised, especially as his later career moved away 
from interest in African subjects to white nation building. 
4. He responded to difference and similarity both negatively and positively. He 
was fascinated by difference and he was repelled by it. He was also fascinated by 
precisely that similarity which posed a threat to him. He oscillated between these 
negative and positive poles of response, affirming or disavowing difference and 
similarity. These oscillations account for the contradictions and ambivalences of his 
discourse (see Kaffir Folklore 1882, v-vi). 
5. In their chapter entitled 'Images of Empire, Contests of Conscience' in 
Ethnography and the Historical Imagination, the Comaroffs identify three models of 
colonialism which they draw from mission literature (1992, 198). 
6. It was at this time that Thea! became involved in Jan Hofmeyr's Afrikaner 
Bond and the parties of British capital led by Cecil John Rhodes. The major 
significance of this involvement is Theal's growing commitment to colonial 
nationalism, i.e. the founding of a nation he termed "South Africa" through the 
"cultural intermingling of the Dutch and British communities" (Schreuder 1986, 
l15). 
7. In an advertisement distributed by the London firm which first published his 
works, Swan Sonnenschein & Co. included this review of The History and 
Ethnography of South Africa (1907-1910): 
To the antiquary, the anthropologist, and the folk-lorist, the earlier 
chapters of the volume before us offer a wealth of material. The 
later chapters, being more purely historical, have a more limited 
interest; but those which deal with the life, the customs, games, 
weapons, implements, and lore practice of every kind, of the 
aboriginal Bushmen, of the Hottentots, and ofthe various tribes of 
the Bantu, who are supposed to have migrated from the north, are 
qf great and lasting scientific importance. 
Antiquary (from Swan Sonnenschein & Co. order form: circa 1910) 
8. Theal's influence on the shape and flavour of South African history has been 
the subject of interesting debates between contemporary historians. For example, 
Theal's claim that the vast interior of South Africa (present day Gauteng and Free 
State) was a desolate, uninhabited area as a result of the widely destructive wars 
waged by the Zulus under the leadership of Shaka, when the Voortrekkers arrived 
there (commonly known as the Mfecane theory), is strongly challenged by Julian 
Cobbing as an ideological justification for the racially unequal division of the land 
(Cobbing 1988, 487). 
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9. This essay does not offer a close analysis of Theal's career after he moved to 
Cape Town where he discovered the narratives of the Dutch settlers of the 
seventeenth century. He was impressed by the hardiness and resourcefulness of these 
settler heroes, and he saw their descendants as equally fit and worthy for the role of 
colonisers. In contrast the Africans were ascribed all the negative qualities which 
legitimated their exploitation, disenfranchisement and deaths. He also became 
antagonistic to those settlers who opposed slavery or other forms of African 
exploitation (see Marais 1944, iv). In this phase traces of early humanitarian 
sentiments are superseded, although not obliterated, by a strongly hierarchical and 
stereotypical notion of race (see History lll, 373 & History IV, 375). 
10. De Kock expounds on this use of the concept 'truth' in colonialist discourses: 
"Within the traditional humanist conception of subjectivity, a belief in 
transhistorical truth made it possible to think of culturally-determined categories 
such as 'civilised' and 'savage' as unmediated and literally God-ordained. Colonial 
forms of knowledge [ ... ] depended precisely on a notion of the masterful Western 
subject as a repository of truth and immutablilty" (De Kock 1996, 10 my emphasis). 
Cf. Foucault on "regime oftruth" (1980, 131). 
11. For more on Theal's humanitarian bent see Schreuder (1986) and Babrow 
(1962). 
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